Text
Over the past two decades much scholarship in historical geography and related fields has been concerned with travel and/or visual culture. This has prioritized an interdisciplinary approach that has conflated or elided previous distinctions between, for example, imperial history, geography, anthropology and art.
1 Travel, its historical practices and cultures, in this sense assumes a paradigmatic status, as a phenomenon that defies any single scholarly categorization and demands a multi-or interdisciplinary analysis. This is particularly the case for eighteenth century studies, and above all in relation to British culture, where the recent 'imperial turn' in (visual) cultural studies has emerged, at least to a large extent, from an abiding concern with travel and related issues in literature, anthropology, social and economic history, historical geography, and even theatre studies. 2 This is, of course, in one sense a reflection of the vast proliferation in travel-related material occasioned by the rapid expansion of geographical exploration and global empire during the course of the eighteenth
century. Yet it is also an indication of the abiding priorities that have underpinned British art history and visual culture studies of this period, in emphasizing hitherto an overwhelmingly insular approach that has displaced issues of travel and empire as matters for serious consideration; and perhaps the only surprise is that it has taken so long for art history and visual culture studies to attend seriously and in depth to this extensive and challenging field of scholarship.
Travel literature as a genre, for example, was among the most popular forms of publication for an avid eighteenth-century readership, ranging from the novel to shipwreck survivor narratives to the detailed reports of Admiralty or East India Company voyages, and thus inhabiting the fertile interstices between fact and fiction, and flourishing as an endless horizon of imagined geographies. The importance of exploration to this cultural outpouring, and particularly the three circumnavigations of James Cook between 1768 and 1780, can hardly be overstated: and travel generally, and Cook's voyages in particular, have received extravagant attention in literary studies. 3 However, the literary accounts of these voyages were equaled, if not superseded, by a rich corpus of visual imagery produced both during and after the voyages, to an unprecedented scale and standard, by artists specially appointed to them; which demonstrated an increasing primacy for the visual over the verbal, in being 'part of a more general cultural conviction current in the late eighteenth century, which saw pictorial forms occupy a privileged position in the communication of knowledge'. 4 Ever since Rüdiger Joppien and Bernard Smith's magisterial survey in the mid-1980s, the 'art of Captain Cook's voyages' has attracted an increasing amount of scholarly interest across a diverse range of academic disciplines. However, in art history the 'art of Cook's voyages' has largely been treated either as exceptional and effectively unique, or else as typifying so fully a genre of travel imagery, that the rest requires little or no discussion. 5 Yet, when travel in general can be identified as one of the dominant themes and narrative structures of eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century British literature; and when maritime travel, in particular, had such a deep-seated significance for a developing mythology of national identity in terms of its supposed maritime destiny, it is surely important to consider the abundance of travel-related imagery produced in this period in association with military, commercial or exploratory voyaging, and not only that stemming from Cook's voyages, important as they are. 6 This is true not just of the extensive visual records comprising landscape, topography, coastal profiling, or 'ethnographic' representations of native peoples and artefacts; but of other abundant forms of graphic imagery that constitute essential primary source material for historical geography but are not conventionally addressed by art historians, such as hydrography and cartography. Maps offer the most obvious site of congruence -or collision -between the languages of art history and historical geography;
and it is worth considering some of the implications of this disciplinary and semiotic overlap, as a means to point to some of the issues of representation in related, figurative travel imagery, with which the essays in this volume are concerned. Even though the authors here rarely engage directly with maps and charts in their discussions of travel and exploration, the range of imagery they analyze, like maps and mapping, occupies an ambiguous place within the genres of visual culture; and in their very ambiguity, maps and travel imagery throw light onto disciplinary genealogies that help us to understand the relation between art history and historical geography, with which all the essays here are directly or implicitly concerned.
Mapping also offers a convenient point of departure, so to speak, for reflecting on the dominant presence of Cook and how the authors here negotiate, subvert or otherwise engage with his massive historiographical influence.
It now goes virtually without saying that mapping is far from ideologically neutral -'the record of man's attempt to understand the world he lives in … a seemingly objective image of the land [which] lays stress on its basis as at once mathematical and scientific measure of the earth's surface' -but is the product of a densely complex, discursive matrix of signs and systems of signification, and is therefore 'a way of conceiving, articulating, and structuring the human world which is biased towards, promoted by, and exerts influence upon particular sets of social relations'. 7 The same must be said of the mass of ostensibly documentary, illustrative art work produced in the context of travel, which for the most part has been treated as just that -documentary illustration. Yet, like maps, the mass of travel-related visual culture of this period can be interrogated for its ideological underpinnings and biases, not least through observing its 'silences', the way such apparently transparent images 'exert a social influence through their omissions as much as the features they depict and emphasize'. 8 Thus many of the essays here are explicitly concerned to read 'against the grain' images that on the surface might appear as largely unproblematic and uncontentious.
However, there is a parallel history at play here that complicates the issue. For, maps, at least of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, have been tied to a larger history of science and empirical geographical knowledge. 9 In many respects this is certainly justified: the difference is undeniable between the world map of the first half of the eighteenth century and that of the early decades of the nineteenth, in terms of the remarkable transformation in the degree of data presented. And here again Cook emerges as a pivotal figure, not least because the difference in cartographic data was almost entirely dependent on navigation and developments in navigational charting. As Roy Porter has observed, the lacunae in geographical knowledge of the world, which 'in late seventeenth-century maps had joined Australia to New Guinea, New Zealand, Tasmania and the 'Southern Continent' had been dispelled by the end of the century -thanks largely to Cook'. shift towards what Michael Bravo has identified as a discourse of precision, by which differential judgments were increasingly made relating to geography, science and culture, and which 'focuses our attention on the relationship between scientific curiosity on the one hand and precision on the other'. 12 According to Nicholas Thomas, an ideal of detached, scientific curiosity was held to underpin voyages of exploration, and to authorize their reliability, through their representation textually, visually and through practices of collecting.
Eighteenth-century curiosity, Thomas writes, was crucial to imperial ideology and practice, in legitimating it as at once 'invasive and acquisitive, but … dissociated from exploitation and profit', or 'the motive you have when you don't have a motive'. 13 Cook's charts, in their reduced, abstracted 'matter-of-factness', similarly invite an empirically detached reading of them, as a form of representation 'without a motive', a rhetorical strategy that extends across the engraved illustrations for the published voyage accounts, particularly the decontextualized, specimen-like views of native Pacific artefacts. 14 For Charlotte Klonk and Luciana Martins, this change was also closely tied to an artistic and aesthetic reformulation of the scientific apprehension of nature, particularly prompted by the exponential growth in travel and travel illustration, which resulted in a dismissal of 'conventional pictorial formulae, such as the sublime, the picturesque and the beautiful, in favour of a more "naturalistic" representation, giving priority to detailed observation of particular cases'. 15 One related development was the widespread artistic experimentation with plein-air oil painting and direct observational study, so familiar from standard art-historical accounts of the period (even though these practices had been undertaken decades earlier), which focus on the work of artists such as Thomas and Paul Sandby, Thomas Jones, William Hodges and John Webber (whose work on Cook's second and third voyages respectively provided an analogue to the 'scientific' visual language of the charts, coastal profiles and botanical drawings made by others on board), through to Constable, Turner and the Varleys in the 'decade of English naturalism' of the early nineteenth century. 16 Martins argues that this entailed a shift in the 'boundaries between science and art', such that the 'practice of drawing in the field was not merely a way of illustrating, or of decorating, texts: it was becoming a mode of scientific expression in itself.' 17 Across all forms of visual culture, therefore, the decades beginning with Cook's voyages witnessed a profound transformation, formally, aesthetically and ideologically, prompted by or in response to the cultural impact of travel and exploration.
Thus, in a similar way, the geographic, geological, ethnographic, and quasi-anthropological visual records that all the authors in this volume address in more or less direct or oblique ways (particularly Bonehill, Godby, Eaton and Wood) can be seen to relate significantly to eighteenth-century concerns with precision and curiosity, exemplified in Cook's voyages, and manifested in recording practices based on direct observation. While the essays as a collection, therefore, cover a broad geographical -indeed, globalspan, ranging from Iceland to Tierra del Fuego, they each are based on a case study that explores the wide range of issues raised through an interdisciplinary approach to the visual culture of travel; principal among which is the way visual representation interleaves with discourses on the nature of human society, social progress or decline, customs and manners, or geopolitics, as filtered through the representation of topography, climatology, ethnography and environment. In one sense, they suggest that it is methodologically unavoidable to deal with this category of visual culture without recourse to historical geography, and it is thus entirely appropriate that they feature in this journal. In a fundamental, complementary sense, they draw attention to an extensive and heterogeneous range of visual material that sustains and merits serious and detailed scholarly analysis: in the end, therefore, it is the over-riding contention of this volume that such material proffers important challenges to conventional historical and art-historical assumptions, and needs to be put on the map. 
